Since this vision is among the most sublime [. . .] , there are no means by which those of us who know little here below can explain it.
Teresa of Avila 1 Not only because of this inability to understand contemplation is it called 'secret' but also because of the effects it produces in the soul. The wisdom of love is not secret merely in the darknesses and straits of the soul's purgation (for the soul does not know how to describe it) but also afterwards in the illumination, when it is communicated more clearly. Even then it is so secret that it is ineffable. Not only does a man feel unwilling to give expression to this wisdom, but he finds no adequate means or similitude to signify so sublime an understanding and delicate a spiritual feeling. Words cannot describe the mystic's experience. Can pictures do any better? How does one describe or depict that which occurs outside or beyond the senses? In order to be effective, attempts at such description and such depiction call upon the sensory apparatus of both the writer/ artist and the reader/viewer, and doubly so: through the sight of words and images and through the memory of sensations like those adduced in the descriptions and depictions. 5 Recourse -ultimately inadequateis in most instances to metaphor and other figurative devices. In early modern devotional practice, all the senses were engaged, but writers consistently asserted that the purest experience of, or union with, God can occur only outside the senses because God, being uncircumscribable, cannot be fully apprehended through the senses.
Although the line of demarcation between the sometimes complementary practices of meditation and contemplation is not always clear, meditation may be seen as a mental image-making activity: the votary is encouraged and instructed to produce mental images of biblical history, and pictorial images in a variety of media may be useful as meditative prompts.
6 Contemplation, or mystical theology -that is,
